Ethiopia experienced more devastating famines in the 1970s and 1980s than any other country in the world.' In many communities, anthropometric measurements were compared to international references to assess the state of nutrition in individuals or in affected communities. ' Apart from a few ethnic groups, the growth of well nourished children with different ethnic background is similar' and socioeconomic differences may influence growth more than genetic factors. 4 However, if reliable local references are available, they may be preferred to international standards as the extent of genetic influence upon growth is not well described.5 Among children, malnutrition is associated with increased risk of sickness and death.6 Although less is known about the consequences of malnutrition among adults, small body size is associated with reduced ability for work.7 For people living under marginal environmental conditions, the ability to survive sustained energy stress is often a question of how they adapt to marginal food availability. Because food insecurity affects the whole population, studying the state of nutrition of the communities as a whole is justified. This is important in labour dependent subsistence farming communities, in particular where drought and social unrest often result in food shortage and malnutrition. The issue of health and nutrition is thus not only of academic interest but also operationally of great social relevance.
The aims of this study are to describe the nutritional status of all age groups in two rural communities in Ethiopia and to compare two widely used international anthropometric ref- All anthropometric measurements were done at a central location in the villages. Instruments were regularly calibrated and the same person (Tadesse Alemu) did the anthropometric measurements throughout the study at both sites. The same length-board for infants was used on all length measurements and a height scale attached to a beam balance was used for older children and adults. Children under 25 kg were weighed to the nearest 100 g by using 25 kg Salter hanging scales and a standard beam scale was used for heavier children and adults. All weighing scales were centred at zero at the start of each session.
As birth date registration is uncommon in Ethiopia, age estimation was done using local calendar and events. 4 Due to the absence of a local standard, international references were used to compare the values of measurements. For the age group 0-18 years weight for age (W/A) and height for age (H/A) were compared with the references of the National Centre for Health Statistics (NCHS/WHO).'0 For adults the body mass index (BMI), calculated as weight (kg)/height (m)2, was used to assess nutritional status.
Adults with a BMI of less than 18.5 were considered malnourished."
The US NHANES reference was used as a reference for the MUAC and TSF values. (table  3) . The relationship between BMI and other nutritional indices was examined visually by plotting BMI against MUAC and AMC for the two sexes and sites. The patterns were then described in three models using multiple regression equations (table 4) . As shown, product terms between the variables sex and site (SEX-SITE) were included in the models to assess whether differences in BMI by MUAC or AMC varied between men and women at the two sites. Probability levels of <0.05 were considered significant. 
Results

SOCIAL ASPECTS
Both populations were predominantly farmers (table 2) . Ninety four per cent of the Elka population were Muslims, while in Punjido 99% followed traditional belief. The mean household sizes were 5.1 and 5.3 respectively, for Elka and Punjido. In Elka older children and adults of household members participated in domestic, farm and herding activities. In Punjido, the men did seasonal farming and occasional fishing. Women in both communities were mostly involved in domestic activities, which included preparation of food, and fetching water and firewood. Children helped in the domestic and farming activities in both villages.
FOOD HABITS
The staple diet both in Elka and Punjido was similar and maize based. In Elka vegetables, legumes and animal products were seldom eaten as these were considered important cash sources. In Punjido groundnuts formed a part of the diet which also included fish and meat from wild animals. NUTRITIONAL STATUS Children in Elka followed the -2SD H/A of the reference median, while children in Punjido followed the reference median (fig 2) . had comparable weights, but lower mean values than -2SD were observed for boys above 15 years of age in Elka. Table 3 , shows that men and women in Elka were shorter and men in Elka weighed less than the men in Punjido. However, both men and women had lower mean BMI in Punjido than in Elka, significantly so for the women. In Punjido men had higher mean BMI than the women (t=4.31; p<0.001) while the men in Elka had lower mean BMI than the women (t=4.93; p<0.001).
The mean TSF was low and corresponded in both communities to the 5th centile of US NHANES reference for both males and females. Nevertheless, a significantly higher mean TSF was observed for the women in Elka than for the women in Punjido ( is based mainly on maize. Thus, children in Punjido were directly weaned to a maize based diet, whereas the children in Elka used milk during the weaning period. ' 
